In and out-contribution of natural transformation to the shuffling of large genomic regions.
Naturally competent bacteria can pull free DNA from their surroundings. This incoming DNA can serve various purposes, ranging from acting as a source of nutrients or DNA stretches for repair to the acquisition of novel genetic information. The latter process defines the natural competence for transformation as a mode of horizontal gene transfer (HGT) and led to its discovery almost a century ago. However, although it is widely accepted that natural competence can contribute to the spread of genetic material among prokaryotes, the question remains whether this mode of HGT can foster the transfer of larger DNA regions or only transfers shorter fragments, given that extracellular DNA is often heavily fragmented. Here, I outline examples of competence-mediated movement of large genomic segments. Moreover, I discuss a recent proposition that transformation is used to cure bacteria of selfish mobile genetic elements. Such a transformation-mediated genome maintenance mechanism could indeed be an important and underappreciated function of natural competence.